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ABSTRACT 
In English as a foreign language teaching, coursebook evaluation is an indispensable ongoing task 
to ensure training quality. In this study, we evaluate the coursebook “Life Elementary” which has 
been used as the official material for students at TNU-University of Information and 
Communication Technology (ICTU). The study aims at enhancing the effectiveness of using the 
coursebook to meet the English requirements for students from related stakeholders. 14 English 
teachers from TNU-University of Information and Communication Technology took part in a 
survey. The research results reveal that although there are some weaknesses in terms of the 
boredom of writing activities, inadequate pronunciation practice, and unfamiliar cultural contents, 
the coursebook “Life Elementary” essentially is relevant to the training objectives and the 
university’s teaching-learning context. Implications for better use of the coursebook are proposed. 
This study is a useful source of reference for English teachers who are interested in coursebook 
evaluation in particular and training institutions with similar contexts. 
Keywords: English teaching; evaluation; coursebook evaluation; learning materials; adaptation. 
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DANH GIA GIAO TRINH “LIFE ELEMENTARY” DUNG CHO SINH VIEN 
TRUONG DAI HQC CONG NGHE THONG TIN VA TRUYEN THONG 
- DAI HOC THAI NGUYEN TU GOC NHIN CUA GIAO VIEN 


Tran Minh Thanh", Nguyén Thiy Linh!, Nguyén Thi Bich Ngoc? 
'Truong Dai hoc Cong nghé Théng tin va Truyén thong - DH Thai Nguyén 
?Khoa Ngoai ngit - DH Thai Nguyén 


TOM TAT 

Trong viéc giang day tiéng Anh nhu mét ngoai ngit, viée danh gia giao trinh 14 mt céng viéc lién 
tuc khong thé thiéu dé dam bao chat luong dao tao. Trong nghién ciru nay, chung téi danh gia gido 
trinh “Life Elementary” dugc str dung lam tai liéu hoc tap chinh thie cho sinh vién tai Truong Dai 
hoc Cong nghé Thong tin va Truyén thong - Dai hoc Thai Nguyén. Muc dich cua nghién ctru 1a 
nham nang cao hiéu qua cua viéc sir dung gido trinh va qua do dap tmg duoc cdc yéu cau vé trinh 
d6 tiéng Anh d6i véi sinh vién dén tt ca nhan, t6 chic lién quan. 14 gido vién tiéng Anh tir 
Truong Dai hoc Céng nghé Thong tin va Truyén théng da tham gia tra loi khao sat. Két qua 
nghién ctru cho thay rang mac du cé mot sé diém yéu nhu hoat dong viét con nham chan, hoat 
dong thyc hanh phat 4m con it va mét sé ndi dung van héa con chua phu hop nhung vé co ban 
gido trinh dap wimg va pha hop véi muc tiéu dao tao, thyc tién day — hoc tai truéng. Nghién ctru 
cting dua ra cac goi y su pham cho viéc hiéu chinh va str dung giao trinh hiéu qua hon. Nghién ctu 
nay ld m6t ngu6n tai liéu tham khao hiru ich cho cdc gido vién tiéng Anh quan tam dén viée danh 
gia gido trinh noi riéng va cac don vi dao tao cé dac diém day — hoc tuong tu nha trong. 

Tw kh6éa: Giang day tiéng Anh; danh gia; danh gid gido trinh; hoc liéu; hiéu chinh gido trinh. 
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1. Introduction 


In foreign language teaching, Mukundan et al. 
argued the choice of materials could be the 
determinant of the quality of learning-teaching 
procedure, and of achieving expected training 
objectives [1]. While publishers have made hard 
attempts to provide stakeholders like teachers 
and students with good commercial 
coursebooks, there is no _ one-size-fits-all 
coursebook totally being able to fit all designed 
curriculum, teaching and learning contexts. 
Therefore, the evaluation and adaptation of a 
coursebook are ongoing must-do tasks to ensure 
the training quality. In ICTU curriculum, 
English subject accounts for 12 credits, which 
are distributed into four courses namely English 
1, English 2, English 3 and English 4. The 
objectives of the first three courses are: By the 
end of these courses, students are expected (1) 
to achieve the English language proficiency 
standard of A2 according to the Common 
European Framework for Reference (CEFR) 
[2]; and (2) to have positive attitudes towards 
English learning. Before 2017, the official 
coursebooks employed for these courses were 
“English Unlimited A2” and “English 
Unlimited B1.” However, as reported by Tran 
Minh Thanh et al., up to 46% of students get 
mark D or F for the final exams [3]. Beside the 
subjective reasons from students, there is 
mutual consent among teachers that the two 
coursebooks were not relevant to ICTU context. 
Therefore, they have made decision to adopt a 
new coursebook “Life Elementary” published 
by National Geographic Learning as a 
replacement. “Life Elementary” is colorfully 
printed and partially designed based on 
blended-learning model. The coursebook is 
used in three courses English 1, English 2 and 
English 3. As mentioned, the evaluation and 
adaptation are indispensable during English 
teaching and learning, but since the adoption of 
the new coursebook, there is no formal research 
conducted to evaluate its relevance to training 
objectives. Moreover, in some daily narratives 
with teachers and students, the coursebook 
seems to reveal some limitations to both 
teaching and learning. 


Having inspired by the current situation and 
expecting to improve English teaching and 
learning at ICTU, we carried out this study to 
evaluate the relevance of the coursebook 
“Life Elementary” to training objectives as 
well as to find out the strengths and 
weaknesses for better using it. 


2. Literature review 


According to Tomlinson, a coursebook is a 
textbook including work on grammar, 
vocabulary, functions, and the skills of 
reading, writing, listening and speaking, 
which provides the core materials for a course 
[4]. The term “coursebook’’ is sometimes 
associated with text materials as it has been 
specially selected and exploited for teaching 
purposes by teachers, particularly in the local 
setting. Therefore, the terms ‘textbook’, 
‘coursebook’, and ‘materials’ are frequently 
used interchangeably. 


Coursebook evaluation is essential for the 
improvement of a language course as it helps to 
identify particular strengths and weaknesses of 
the materials in use. After being used for some 
time, the coursebook need evaluating to see if it 
has worked well to meet the expectations of 
stakeholders. Varied concepts of materials 
evaluation have been formulated. Dudley 
argued, “Evaluation is a whole process which 
begins with determining what information to 
gather and end with bringing about the change 
in the current activities or influencing future 
ones” [5]. Tomlinson claimed, “This term refers 
to attempts to measure the value of materials.” 
[4]. Hutchinson and Waters defined that 
evaluation is a matching process designed to 
establish the degree of match between the needs 
and available solutions. It refers to the attempts 
to measure the value of materials and is aimed 
at assessing the fitness [6]. In summary, though 
researchers have their own viewpoints, they still 
come to the agreement that materials evaluation 
is a process of collecting data, giving judgments 
based on collected data, and the most 
importantly, it must identify whether the 
materials is relevant to the training objectives of 
a curriculum. The results of evaluation normally 
embrace actions of changes. 
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Concerning types of evaluation, 
Cunningsworth [7] and McGrath [8] divide 
into three types: pre-use, in-use, and post-use 
evaluation, of which post-use evaluation 
refers to an assessment of a _ textbook’s 
fitness over a period of continual use. 
According to Tomlinson, evaluation of this 
kind can be “the most valuable as it can 
measure the actual effect of the material on 
the users”. Based on the data measured, 
evaluators can make reliable decisions about 
the use, adaptation, or replacement of the 
materials [4]. Being aware of the suitability 
of post-use evaluation with the outlined 
research objectives and ICTU context, the 
authors employed post-use evaluation. 


With respect to methods of evaluation, 
researchers have classified into three primary 
ones: the impressionistic method, checklist 
method, and in-depth method. According to 
Cunningsworth, the impressionistic method is 
to gain an impression of a book by looking 
rather than more carefully at representative 
features or more specific features such as the 
treatment of particular language elements [7]. 
McGrath argued, “A checklist is likely to 
need tailoring to suit a particular context, and 
this can involve a good deal more than simply 
deleting checklist items which are in 
applicable” [8]. The in-depth method consists 
of a focus on specific features [7], close 
analysis of one or more extracts [6], or 
throughout the examination of two units using 
predetermined questions [8]. However, the in- 
depth method has certain disadvantages. 
Firstly, samples selected for analysis may not 
be representative of the book as a whole. 
Secondly, only a particular section of the 
material is focused. Moreover, this method 
takes time and requires expert knowledge. 


As novice teacher researchers, the authors 
decided to use the checklist method for its 
convenience and ease of use. 

3. Methodology 

3.1. Research questions 

The study aimed at evaluating the coursebook 
“Life Elementary” used for ICTU students to 
find out how well the coursebook matches the 


training objectives. Its findings help to 
propose adjustments to enhance the use of the 
coursebook as well as the learning-teaching 
quality of English courses at ICTU. The 
study, therefore, was carried out to address 
the following research question: Is_ the 
coursebook “Life Elementary” relevant to the 
training objectives? 

3.2. Participants 


The participants of the study were 14 ICTU 
English teachers aging from 31 years to 49 
years old, and having teaching experience 
from seven to 25 years. One of them is male 
and the rest are female. They all have taught 
the first three English courses with the 
examined coursebook. 13 participants hold 
master degrees of art in English, and one has 
a doctor degree in English language. 


3.3. Data collection instrument 


Based on the research scopes and the real 
teaching situation of the research context, the 
authors used a questionnaire, which was 
adapted based on the checklist proposed by 
Mukundan et al. The adapted checklist was 
formed by deleting the items for evaluating 
“Physical and utilitarian attributes” and 
“Efficient outlay of supplementary materials”; 
and by adding some words to the items of 
teaching-learning content surrounding A2 
level to make them clear to participants. 


3.4. Data collection procedure and analysis 


The questionnaire was administered to 14 
teachers from Department of English to collect 
their judgments of the coursebook. Then, the 
obtained data were put into Microsoft Excel 
for calculating the percentage. Finally, the 
results were analyzed and compared. 


4. Results and discussions 
4.1. Teachers’ evaluation of general attributes 


Investigating the coursebook and __ its 
integrated curriculum is highly necessary 
because they reflect obviously what the 
teachers teach and what the students learn. 
The first part of the survey questionnaire aims 
to get teachers’ evaluation of general 
attributes of the coursebook. 
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Table 1. Teachers’ evaluation of general attributes (%) 
Opinions 4 3 2 1 0 
Items 


A. The book in relation to syllabus and curriculum 
1. It matches to the specifications of the syllabus. 
B. Methodology 


2. The activities can be exploited fully and can embrace the 


various methodologies in ELT. 


3. Activities can work well with methodologies in ELT. 


C. Suitability to learners 


4. It is compatible to background knowledge and level of students. 


5. It is compatible to the socio-economic context. 
6. It is culturally accessible to the learners. 

7. It is compatible to the needs of the learners. 

8. It is compatible to the interests of the learners. 


57.2 0 7.1 0 


71 78.7 7.1 7.1 0 
7.1 85.7 0 7.1 0 


35.7 57.2 0 7.1 0 
143° 57.2 214 #71 0 
21.4 57.2 7.1 14.3 0 

7.1 78.7 7A 7A 0 
35.7 57.2 O 7.1 0 


0 = Totally disagreed 


It can be seen in Table 1 that most teachers 
(over 82% in total) totally agreed and agreed 
that general attributes of the coursebook such 
as “relation to syllabus and curriculum’, 
“methodology” and “suitability to learners” 
match the training objectives. However, for 
item 5 “The compatibility to the socio- 
economic context,” approximately one-third 
of the teachers (28.5%) partly agreed and 
disagreed. This evaluation is reasonable due 
to most students come from mountainous 
provinces and were born in rather low-income 
families, whereas the coursebook is quite 
costly. The book is, therefore, not relevant 
with students’ economic conditions. 


4.2. Teachers’ 
learning content 


4.2.1. Teachers’ general evaluation of 
teaching-learning content 


evaluation of teaching- 


The teaching-learning content is considered to 


1 = Disagreed 2= Partly agreed 3 = Agreed 


4 = Totally agreed 


be the core component of a coursebook, and it 
is the most prominent determinant to achieve 
the training objectives. Table 2 presents 
teachers’ general evaluation of teaching- 
learning content in the coursebook. The data 
show that except for cultural sensitivities and 
fun elements, most teachers, about 72%, 
agreed that teaching-learning content is 
relevant. 35.7% of the teachers reported that 
the coursebook needs more fun elements, and 
the figure of teachers partly agreed and 
disagreed that the cultural sensitivities have 
been considered in the coursebook is 42.9% 
and 7.1%, respectively. The negative 
judgment about cultural sensitivities is 
reasonable because language and culture 
inherently inseparable. Some culture patterns 
of English language are unfamiliar to 
Vietnamese students, so it is quite hard for 
them to recognize these patterns. 


Table 2. Teachers’ general evaluation of teaching-learning content (%) 


Opinions 4 3 2 1 0 
Items 
1. Most of the tasks in the book are interesting. O 786 14.3 7.1 0 
2. Tasks move from simple to complex. 28.6 42.9 21.4 71 0 
3. Task objectives are achievable. 14.3 64.3 14.3 7.1 0 
4. Cultural sensitivities have been considered. 0 50 42.9 7.1 0 
5. The language in the textbook is natural and real. 35.7 35.7 28.6 0 0 
6. The situations created in the dialogues sound natural and real. 50 28.6 7.1 14.3 0 
7. The material is up-to-date. 21.4 57.2 7.1 14.3 0 
9. It covers a variety of topics from different fields. 21.4 64.3 0 14.3 0 
10. The book contains fun elements. 14.3 50. 21.4 = 14.3 0 


0 = Totally disagreed 


1 = Disagreed 2= Partly agreed 3 = Agreed 


4 = Totally agreed 
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4.2.2. Teachers’ evaluation of language skills 


Language learning is presented through all 
language skills. Table 3 illustrates the 
teachers’ evaluation of four language skills. It 
is clear that of all four skills, the writing one 
received the least positive evaluation. 
Specifically, there were no teachers totally 
agreeing that writing tasks have achievable 
goals and take into consideration learner 
capabilities, or provide enough models for 
target genres. Up to 50% of the teachers only 
partly agreed that writing tasks are 
interesting. These figures show that writing 
skill only partly relevant to training objectives 
in terms of developing learner’s positive 
attitudes to writing and the required writing 
level. Speaking, listening and reading skills 
were positively judged by participants. 78.6% 
of the teachers totally agreed and agreed that 
listening tasks are appropriate with defined 
goals, and have authenticity. Notably, 85.8% 
of teachers both agreed and totally agreed that 
listening instructions are clear. This figure is 
consistent with the proportion of the teachers’ 
evaluation of appropriateness of listening 
tasks with set-forth goals and complexity 
grading. It can be inferred that clear 
instructions helps students to keep track on 
their objectives. In short, listening skill well 
meets the expected training objectives. 


Beside the positive evaluation put on the 
listening skill, a figure of 85.7% is the 
number of teachers who totally agreed and 
agreed that speaking activities are designed 
for meaningful communication. 78.6% of 
participants also reported that the coursebook 
has balanced speaking activities between 
individual response, pair work and group 
work. Another criterion for judging speaking 
skill is its impact on students’ motivation to 
talk. Statistics in Table 3 shows although the 
number of teachers had positive evaluation 
for this criterion was lowest of all three 
criteria, it remained relatively high, at 71.4%. 
In summary, speaking skill is relevant to 
training objectives. The last skill to evaluate 
is reading one. Generally, this skill was 
reported to be quite relevant to training 
objectives. 85.7% positive responses was 
given to the interest of reading texts. The 
grading and suitability in length of reading 
texts received 78.6% and 71.5% of teachers’ 
agreement and total agreement, respectively. 


To sum up, except for some weaknesses in 
the writing skill, the other three skills are 
quite well relevant to training objectives 
because they have promoted students’ 
performance to achieve required level, and 
developed their motivation and _ positive 
attitudes towards learning English. 


Table 3. Teachers’ evaluation of language skills (%) 


Opinions 
Skills az : 2 a 
Listening 
1. The book has appropriate listening tasks with well-defined goals. 28.6 50 214 0 0O 
2. Instructions for listening are clear. 42.9 429 142 0 0O 
3. Listening tasks are efficiently graded according to complexity. 71 787 717.1 0 
4. Listening tasks are authentic or close to real language situations. 28.6 50 214 0 0O 
Speaking 
5. Speaking activities are developed to initiate meaningful communication. 7.1 786 143 0 0O 


6. Speaking activities are balanced between individual response, pair work 


and group work. 

7. Speaking activities motivate students to talk. 
Reading 

8. Reading texts are graded. 

9. The length of reading texts is appropriate. 
10. Reading texts are interesting. 

Writing 


11. Writing tasks have achievable goals and take into consideration learners’ 


capabilities 


12. Writing models are provided for different genres. 


13. Writing tasks are interesting. 


71 715 21.4 0 
7.1 64.3 286 0 0 


143 643 143 7.1 0 
42.9 286 285 0 0 
143 714 143 0 O 
O 714 143 143 0 
0 786 143 0 7.1 
0 429 50 O 7.1 


0 = Totally disagreed 


1 = Disagreed 2= Partly agreed 3 = Agreed 


4 = Totally agreed 
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Table 4. Teachers’ evaluation of linguistic aspects (%) 


Opinions 


4 3 2 1 0 


Linguistic aspects 


Vocabulary 
1. The vocabulary load is appropriate to A2 level. 


2. There is a good distribution of vocabulary load across chapters 


and the whole book. 


3. Words are efficiently repeated and recycled across the book. 21.4 42.9 28.6 7A 


4. Words are contextualized. 

Grammar 

5. The spread of grammar is achievable at A2 level. 
6. The grammar is contextualized. 

7. Grammar examples are interesting. 

8. Grammar is introduced explicitly. 


9. Grammar is reworked implicitly throughout the book. 


Pronunciation 
10. Pronunciation is easy to learn. 
11. There are enough pronunciation practices. 


14.3 71.5 7.1 7A 0 
7.1 64.3 21.5 7.1 0 
0 

7.1 78.6 14.3 0 0 
14.3 714 14.3 0 0 
7.1 78.6 14.3 0 0 
0 50 42.9 7.1 0 
7.1 78.6 14.3 0 0 
14.35 57.2 28.5 0 0 
TA 57.2 35.7 0 0 
QO 35.7 50. 143 0 


0 = Totally disagreed 
4.2.3. Teachers’ evaluation of linguistic aspects 


There are three things involved in knowing a 
language - vocabulary, grammar and 
pronunciation. When evaluating a 
coursebook, it would be inadequate if the 
evaluator did not take into consideration these 
aspects. Table 4 shows teachers’ evaluation of 
these linguistic respects. Overall, virtually 
criteria of vocabulary and grammar were 
positively evaluated, whereas one criterion of 
pronunciation received quite negative 
responses. Specifically, about 85.8% of 
teachers supposed the vocabulary load is 
appropriate to A2 level, and a similar figure 
responded that words are contextualized. The 
distribution, repetition, and sequencing of 
vocabulary were reported to be satisfactory 
and effective by most teachers, at over 71%. 


With regard to grammar, statistics obviously 
show that teachers made a _ positive 
evaluation. Specifically, at least 71.4% of the 
teachers scrutinized grammatical items to be 
well achievable, contextualized, explicitly 
introduced and implicitly reworked. However, 
only seven teachers (50%) said that grammar 
examples are interesting, whereas the rest 
either partly agreed or disagreed with this 
grammar criterion. English pronunciation is 
incredibly important if someone wants to be 
understood and avoid miscommunications. 


1 = Disagreed 2= Partly agreed 3 = Agreed 


4 = Totally agreed 


Table 4 shows that pronunciation content is 
easy for students to learn, which was 
responded by 64.3% of teachers. However, 
the results revealed that the coursebook has a 
lack of pronunciation practices when only 
35.7 % of teachers agreed pronunciation 
practices are enough. 50% and 14.3 % of 
teachers partly agreed and disagreed with the 
adequacy of pronunciation practices, 
respectively. In learning a foreign language, it 
normally takes time to have a good or at least 
comprehensible pronunciation. Linguists 
often have consent that good pronunciation 
requires a great deal of drills and efforts due 
to some negative transfers from the mother 
tongue to second or foreign language. 
Therefore, it is necessary to provide students 
with an adequate number of practices. 


4.2.4. Teachers’ evaluation of exercises 


The last criterion of a coursebook should be 
evaluated is exercises. It is argued that the 
appropriate arrangements of exercises with 
clear instructions can help students to learn 
and reinforce easily. Soori va Jamshidi argues 
adequate exercises designed suitably with 
students’ ability can bring about effectiveness 
for learning process [9]. “Life Elementary” is 
partially designed based on blended-learning 
model. Besides offline materials, there are 
online resources. In the English syllabus of 
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three mentioned English courses, students are 
required to do both printed and online 
exercises. As it is shown in Table 5, exercises 
seem to be a positive development in 
teaching-learning model for ICTU context as 
the percentage of teachers, at 71.5 %, totally 
agreed and agreed with the its relevance to 
students. The other two criteria for evaluating 
exercises - instructions and adequacy — also 
received positive agreements, at 92.9% and 
78.4%, respectively. These teachers’ positive 
evaluations show the relevance of exercises to 
training objectives. 


Table 5. Teachers’ evaluation of exercises (%) 


Opinions 4 3 > 10 
Items 
1. Exercises have clear 35.7572 0 710 
instructions. 


2. Exercises are adequate. 21.4 57.2 14.3 7.1 0 
3. Exercises help 

students who are under/ 7.1 71.4 215 0 0O 
over-achievers. 


0 = Totally disagreed 1 = Disagreed 2= 
Partly agreed 3=Agreed 4 = Totally agreed 


5. Implications for coursebook use 


Based on the synthesis, analysis and 
reasoning of results, the authors give the 
following implications for better employing 
the coursebook: 


5.1. Implications for writing activities 


As indicated in the findings, writing skill has 
a lack of genres and is not suitable with 
students’ capabilities. Its tasks also are not 
interesting. Therefore, teachers should spend 
some time exploring students’ characteristics, 
learning styles and interests, then adapt the 
writing activities to better suit their interests 
and capabilities. The adaptation can be done 
by (1) personalization; (2) supplements to the 
activities by adding engaging texts on the 
same theme which could include written 
texts, photos and info-graphics; (3) taking 
advantages of the online resources, which 
are often more engaging than printed 
versions; and (4) introducing students to the 
website writeandimprove.com where they 
can produce pieces of writing with 
immediate editing suggestions. 


5.2. Implications for pronunciation practices 


Pronunciation practices are not sufficient, so 
teachers should (1) design handouts for 
classroom use; or (2) introduce them to some 
software like Pronunciation Power for their 
practice outside the classroom; or (3) design 
practices on the website quizlet.com, which 
can help students to learn both pronunciation 
and vocabulary of topics. 


5.3. Implications for teaching culture content 


As reported, the coursebook is both up-to- 
date and authentic, so some culture elements 
are contextualized and localized, which 
embrace culture of other countries rather than 
Vietnam. It is advisable that teachers pay 
more attention to culture contents. While 
teaching, teachers should explain target 
culture patterns clearly, compare and contrast 
with Vietnamese culture, and adapt tasks with 
substitutes of Vietnamese cultural contents. 


6. Conclusion 


In conclusion, the coursebook has proven to 
be a suitable and good one, which is shown 
by relevant contents, grammatical structures 
and activities of listening, speaking, reading 
and writing. The data also shows that the 
topics in the book are realistic and rich; and 
the content is consistently suitable for 
students’ interests, age and background 
knowledge. Notably, the — integrated 
curriculum is relevant to the training 
objectives and ICTU _ teaching-learning 
context. Therefore, following the lesson 
progression and the alignment between 
lessons, students can develop their linguistic 
knowledge and language skills to achieve 
expected language proficiency standard. That 
is why the main criteria to evaluate, general 
attributes and learning-teaching content, were 
received positive feedbacks. Despite some 
weaknesses in pronunciation practices, 
writing activities, and cultural content, the 
study indicated that the coursebook should be 
continued to be used for ICTU students. 
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